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Working in an academic environment, the majority of my student interactions are based around a specific assignment. Every
semester there is at least one assignment that comes across my reference desk that makes me throw my hands up in
exasperation (such as: a scavenger hunt that was written before we moved much of our content online or the requirement
that the student must have at least one print source, library databases and ebooks do not count). Of course I put on a good
face. I’ve been well trained. I don’t make disparaging remarks about the teacher or the assignment. I commiserate if
appropriate. And most importantly, I am usually (though not always) able to fill both the underlying information need and the
assignment’s specific requirements.
In researching this piece I found that much has been written about librarian/faculty relationships. I found articles on working
with faculty to build assignments and even whole courses from the ground up. I found articles on the importance of
collaboration and establishing positive relationships. I will not be reiterating those well made arguments.
Instead, I will be asking (and answering): what do you do after that student walks in, assignment in hand that you know just
isn’t fair to them? I’m writing not as a veteran, but as a new recruit, someone who, until a few months ago, never even
considered the possibility of talking to faculty about their assignments. I had heard of librarians providing assistance in
designing library related assignments, but never offering unsolicited feedback.
I remember both the assignment that opened my eyes to this possibility and the one that was my personal tipping point. The
eye opening experience occurred at my moonlighting gig at a four year institution. We kept getting students who had the
same (admirable) weekly assignment: find and read a newspaper article covering the event they were studying that week.
The article (or possibly other primary source document) had to have been written during the time of the event and from the
perspective of the people involved. We had been doing fine helping them find historical and foreign papers as needed, until
they came to the Ottoman Empire. And it didn’t stop there. The class was a survey of world history. They continued to have
topics that simply might not have ever been documented by the people involved, unlikely in newspaper article form,
certainly not in English, and may not have ever been translated into English if it did manage to get written down and
preserved. African events were also particularly difficult. One of the other reference librarians called the teacher to explain
that for many of these events it was going to be exceedingly difficult if not impossible for students to find the required
articles. In the end, the faculty member agreed to allow the students to use international English language papers if
necessary.
This was a revelation to me. The moxie! The nerve! The courage! Who was she to tell a faculty member there was a problem
with her assignment? Course assignments are the purview of the instructor. How did she have the self-assurance to consider
it her place? How did she have the skill to affect change and the finesse to do so without offending? And yet when the
librarians told me the assignment had been modified they said it as though this were an everyday occurrence, that they
discuss assignments with faculty all the time and the faculty are usually responsive. This wasn’t covered in library school
and it isn’t common practice at my day job, so I was struck in particular that the librarians did not think this was anything
special. To me it seemed incredibly liberating to take action rather than be silently frustrated. The seed was planted.
My personal tipping point happened when a student came in to me at my community college job and needed to have at
least one print article. I started with my usual, “the library databases have the same articles and still totally count,” but she
interrupted me. No, actually, her teacher had specifically said that those do not count. She had to physically touch the
original source. At my college we have almost completely transitioned to online versions for our articles. Luckily it turned out
she just needed one print source, it didn’t have to be a journal article, so I was able to help her find a suitable encyclopedia
article.
I had encountered the “must have a print source” requirement before, but this was the first time I had a student tell me that
the teacher had explicitly said the library databases did not count. My first thought was to assume the requirement was an
attempt to force the students into the library. Personally, I was more impressed that the student had already found a
number of scholarly articles in our databases. But then I wondered whether this was another case of lumping everything
“online” into one category of “to be avoided” and perhaps not realizing that it is the same article regardless of format.
I sent out requests to my librarian friends and asked “How do you talk to teachers about their assignments?” Read on to findout. I’ve amalgamated their responses and organized them around some of the typical problems I’ve encountered to provide
you with readily adaptable scripts which you are welcome to use. (Note: You will see some repeated sentiments as many of
the arguments can and do overlap.)
The Scavenger Hunt
Scavenger hunt assignments are frustrating for everyone. Looking up trivia is not the same as conducting research and
without a meaningful application of the process of using the library anything they learn through the scavenger hunt is less
likely to stick.
“Resentment toward rather than appreciation of library research is the likely result of these assignments. Library
assignments are more meaningful if students use the information they find for an authentic task related to the topics
covered in the course.” ((From the University of California at Berkeley’s Effective Assignments Using Library and
Internet Resources))
Outdated scavenger hunt assignments are even worse. Here’s one way to approach a faculty member with an outdated
scavenger hunt assignment:
We had some of your students in the library today working on your scavenger hunt assignment that familiarizes them
with library resources. We are excited that you are giving out an assignment like that, but some of the activities in the
assignment are a little dated, since the scavenger hunt seems to be from 2004. Some of the paper handouts referred
to in the assignment are now online. One of my librarians, [name], said she’d be very happy to get with you to help
you update the assignment so it would be a bit more useful for your students. You might also want to look at the Info
Game on the library web page. It’s something you could use as well. Library Services tries to get away from the
scavenger hunt concept and I think [name] could help you come up with some excellent alternatives. She’s one of our
most imaginative young librarians! You can reach [name] at [email] and [phone number]. We are very happy that you
are using the library with your students!
In the interest of full disclosure, that email did not get us a reply. Being more comfortable with email myself, it tends to be
my default communication method, but most likely a phone call or office visit is the better approach. However, I think the
script is still worth sharing. The general tone and sentiment shows appreciation that the faculty member uses the library and
lets her know that some of the questions are no longer applicable. It also offers assistance in the updating process. And as
one of my respondents told me, “It doesn’t always work.”
“No Online Sources”
This is a nuanced declaration and a number of the headings below touch on some of the different aspects. Setting aside
online library resources for a moment: a flat ban on anything found online not only eliminates a large number of incredibly
useful sources (census data, CDC info, LOC historical documents, etc.), but it also discourages using and developing critical
thinking skills.
In college, we try to focus students on *critically thinking* about authority and appropriateness. We’ve found that
limiting students to print resources hurts their ability to find the resources they need, and they are not able to support
their research project as well as they could if they were able to use the best sources regardless of format.
Of course there is always the question of what exactly the faculty meant by “no online sources.”
“The Internet” vs. Web Based Academic Resources
Often the student, the faculty, or both don’t differentiate between the free web and resources that the library has
purchased, but are available electronically. The argument above about the value of allowing use of the free web
notwithstanding, it may be necessary to clarify the instructor’s definition of what constitutes an “online source” and to ask
that faculty member to assure his or her students that the library’s electronic resources are allowed.I was helping one of your students recently who needed a print resource for an assignment and I thought there might
have been a misunderstanding over the definition of what constitutes an “online source.” My understanding of the
definition you’re using is that you exclude sources found in library subscription databases, not simply those found on
web sites through Google or another search engine.
I’d like to assure you that the online articles and ebooks found through library databases are content that the library
has purchased and are indeed the exact same content found in the print versions. As you may know, libraries are
increasingly receiving journal subscriptions only electronically and discontinuing expensive print subscriptions. Among
the many reasons for the current trend towards receiving these articles digitally is that it provides a better value for
our students – one purchase makes all of the content available at all of our campuses and extension sites, rather than
having to purchase separate print subscriptions for each of them. We are also able to provide access to a vast number
of resources that we wouldn’t have physical space to store.
Because of this, students will often find the full text of the article in the database but we will not have a current print
subscription of the same periodical title. In addition, as students are learning to evaluate information and sources, they
may be confused as to why a scholarly source in a subscription database does not meet the assignment requirements.
Finally, there is no easy way to lead students to print-only articles because our databases serve as indexes and many
of them contain or link to full-text online.
With all of this in mind, I wondered if you would be willing to expand your definition of an acceptable source to include
sources found in library subscription databases.
“I want to be sure they’re using the library” or “I just want them to have the experience”
As more and more resources go online and as libraries push to create virtual branches and online portals, physically coming
in to the library becomes less and less necessary to complete a research paper. While my knee jerk reaction is frustration
towards holding on to nostalgic perceptions of library as place, in reality, these are exactly the faculty that I should most
appreciate. They value libraries and want to pass that on to their students. They’re on our side! Unfortunately, requiring a
print source doesn’t necessarily achieve the intended goal. Instead, it often just means grabbing a source, any source, as
long as it’s print, after the paper has already been mostly written.
We hear from many professors who are thankfully concerned that their students learn how to use a college library. If
you want to be sure that your students use library resources, we have had a lot of success with students creating
annotated bibliographies explaining why they chose each source, or alternately writing down the steps they took to
find an article online through the library website and what qualities make the article appropriate for their paper for at
least 1 of their sources. That way students are forced to think about process and quality of resources.
or
I am guessing that one reason for requiring print is to encourage students to visit the library in person. I completely
understand that you want your students to learn how to use the library and critically think about authority and
appropriateness. We do too! However, in many cases we’ve found that requiring a print resource can actually be
counterproductive in this regard. Students wind up not being forced to use the critical thinking skills we’re requiring of
them. They may use something that doesn’t work very well just to fill the requirement and they aren’t forced to
consider authority, appropriateness of content, etc. Also, because most libraries are moving or have already moved to
all online journals we’re concerned our students know what to expect now and in the future. We want them to leave
here knowing how to use a library, including the subscription databases, and to have a clear understanding of the
difference between articles found online through the library and those out on the open web.
or
It’s so important that students learn how to find authoritative journal articles. We want our students to be prepared for
(grad school/work/4-year) and most (four year universities/schools with grad programs/corporations) have moved to allonline journals. They may even be getting rid of their print archives and replacing them with online archives! We’re
concerned our students know what to expect now and in the future. We want them to leave here knowing how to use a
library.
This is also the place to offer an in library instruction session or a specialized assignment to accomplish the goal of getting
the students in to the library.
We could also create a brief assignment which would require students to visit the library to find out about the
resources and services available.
Sometimes the information just doesn’t exist.
I’ve already mentioned the newspaper articles from the time of an event, from the country where the event took place,
when it took place in the distant past and in a country with a different language. Another example would be peer reviewed
journal articles on an extremely recent event.
In this situation you can ask the teacher whether they have specific resources in mind. It is always possible that they know
of a source that you don’t. Of course it is also possible that the library no longer has access to something the faculty
member was accustomed to using in the past, or that a new faculty member simply isn’t familiar with your library’s
particular collection yet and is making assumptions based on his or her former institution. This opens the door to discussing
collection development and acquiring new resources to help support the curriculum. If neither of those are the case you can
fall back on explaining types of information sources and why that information just isn’t readily available. One of the first
things I ask students to do when beginning their research is to ask themselves who would have collected the information
they’re looking for and how would they have then made it available. This is particularly helpful when trying to find statistics.
But it is also helpful here in explaining why we’re not necessarily going to be able to find a newspaper article, in English,
from the 1700’s in Turkey talking about a specific war from a specific side.
In the case of the peer reviewed journal article we can explain the peer review process, that it takes time, and that for this
topic, perhaps newspaper articles from large papers or government publications could be considered authoritative. I want to
leave you with a perspective that particularly struck me:
“The berating of faculty for not being intuitively information literate, or for not taking the time to become information
literate is a puzzling attitude – particularly given librarians’ professed mandate to guide users and provide instruction
in the use of information resources. … The images of troublesome, arrogant faculty, who have little understanding of
librarians’ roles, point to a problem at the core of the relationship issue; that until librarians embrace faculty as clients
themselves, deserving of the same level of respect and support afforded undergraduate and graduate students, IL
librarians may continue to fight an uphill battle to bring faculty members onside. Why do librarians, for example,
assume that faculty should necessarily understand what they have not been taught, or necessarily understand how to
use information systems that are not user-friendly? Do librarians ask this of other users?” ((From Julien, Heidi and Lisa
M. Given. “Faculty-Librarian Relationships in the Information Literacy Context: A Content Analysis of Librarians’
Expressed Attitudes and Experiences.” <u>The Canadian Journal of Information and Library Science</u> 27.3
(2002/2003): 75-87.))
The further reading section contains a number of links to pages that various libraries have created to provide tips for
instructors who want to create library related assignments. Some of the wording could be a tad friendlier in places, but the
content is good. There are also links to a best practices discussion and a model program.
I hope that librarians who have been frustrated by what they felt was an unfair assignment feel both empowered to contact
faculty and prepared with some tools to use. I hope that librarians who have been there and done that will share their stories
of what to do and what to avoid in the comments.
Further reading:
Share Your Teaching Tool Kit: Best Practices in Library Instruction Topic: Teaching to a Bad Assignment (Notes from ACRL IS
Discussion)
Mosley, Pixey Anne. “Creating a library assignment workshop for university faculty.” Journal of Academic Librarianship 24.1
(Jan. 1998): 33-41.Effective assignments using library and internet sources (From the University of California Berkeley)
Creating Effective Research Assignments (From the University of Maryland)
Designing Effective Library Assignments (From the University of North Carolina Wilmington)
Integrating Library and Information Literacy into your Assignment (From St. Cloud State University)
Thanks to Liane Luckman and Meghan Sitar for sharing their strategies and to Andrew Shuping and Emily Ford for reviewing
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